
Chapter I

he little girl known as Kara ran through the tall grass with glee. She had no real destination in
mind, except to run and run as quickly as she could. Today, after all, was the Day of Celebration,

and her parents had said that she could have the whole day off from her boring-as-paint studies.
T

Her plan for the rest of the afternoon was simple. She would run around in the fields around their
tiny little cottage for a few hours, return home for lunch, maybe play with her older brother and her
Protector if they were around, and then go with her father to the Capital City in time for the celebration
itself. Father had promised to buy her whatever gifts she wanted while they were in the City, partly due
to the Day, but also partly due to how hard she had worked at her studies over the last year. She fully
intended on asking Father for one of those neat, skyras-powered toy jet trains that her friend, Jana, had;
they were so amazing, because they resembled real jet trains down to the last detail.

If I had that, I would be the most popular girl in town, Kara thought with a smile on her small lips.
Then, without warning, her small feet tripped over something long and thick and she fell face first

into the grass. She didn't break her nose or scratch her face; however, the fall did hurt, even when she
put out her arms to break it.

Yet Kara was not a crybaby, like her brother always accused her of being, so she didn't make even
one sound when she fell. Instead, she turned around to see what she had tripped over (thinking maybe it
was a stick she could play with) but she would have been forgiven if she had screamed her head off
when she saw what it was, exactly.

The thing she had tripped over was a long, deadly-looking snake with green skin the same shade as
the grass. Spikes rose up from its back like the back spikes of a dragon, and it raised its large, flat head
to look at her with deadly red eyes. A low, deadly-sounding hiss emitted from its mouth, while the
snake itself smelled like mud and dirt.

Kara had no interest in snakes or reptiles, which was why she was unable to identify this creature's
species; however, she didn't need to be an expert on reptiles to know that this snake could swallow her
whole if it wanted. And considering how angry it looked, she had no doubt that it was planning to do
that even as she watched it.

She scrambled to her feet and tried to walk backwards while keeping an eye on it, but she was
never good at multitasking and so ended up almost falling over again. When Kara regained her balance,
she just stood there in fear, staring at the snake's hypnotic red eyes as it drew closer to her.

Kara desperately wanted to cry out for her father, who she knew could kill this thing with his magic
in one hit; but unfortunately, she was too paralyzed by fear to so much as whisper for help. She could
only watch the monster snake draw closer and closer, its mouth opening wider and wider, revealing its
fangs that looked sharper than any knife Kara had seen.

But at that moment, Kara heard someone running through the grass toward them. She did not know
who it was, and neither did the snake, apparently, because it began looking around for the source of
those running footsteps, which were getting closer and closer every second.

And then, without warning, a short, metal humanoid robot jumped out of the tall grass and tackled



the snake to the ground. The snake hissed in anger and shock, while Kara gasped before she felt a fa -
miliar strong hand grab hers and a voice behind her say, “Come on, Kara! Let's get out of here!”

Kara looked over her shoulder and saw a boy of about ten pulling her through the tall grass. He had
strawberry blonde hair and, when he glanced at her briefly, saw those natural blue eyes that she would
recognize anywhere.

“Carem?” said Kara as her older brother pulled her along through the grass. “What are—”
“Vyll said he sensed you were in danger,” Carem said without looking back at her. “I said he was

just worrying too much about you, as usual, but he insisted we come out here and check on you any-
way. Looks like he was spot on.”

“That was Vyll back there?” said Kara, looking back in the direction they had came from, where she
heard Vyll wrestling with the snake. “I've never seen him do that before.”

“Well, he's supposed to be your Protector, isn't he?” said Carem. “That's what he's supposed to do,
after all.”

“Oh,  I  hope he's  all  right,”  said Kara,  still  glancing over  her  shoulder  frequently.  “That  snake
looked awfully mean.”

“He'll be all right,” said Carem. “He's strong. Protectors are tough.”
“I hope you're right,” said Kara. She felt the pockets of her dress and was relieved to feel that her

picture was still folded up in there. “Because I have something special I want to share with him, some-
thing I've been meaning to give to him for a while. And I can't give it to him if the snake—”

A loud roar—with a vaguely snake-like hiss tingeing it—caused both Kara and Carem to stop in
their tracks. They turned to look in the direction that the roar had come from, but they saw nothing ex-
cept for the tall grass of the fields and the purplish hue of the sky above, and in the distance, the Seven
Towers of Peace, but Kara could care less about the Seven Towers, because she now wondered if that
roar had come from the snake, and if so, whether it was a roar of pain or a roar of victory. The roar
abruptly cut off, but that did not make Kara feel any better about the fate of Vyll. She imagined the
snake devouring Vyll whole, which made her stomach twist.

She and Carem watched as something made its way through the grass. It was hard to tell at first just
who or what it was—indeed, for a moment, Kara almost thought that it might be the snake, having won
its battle with Vyll—but soon she saw a familiar shine off a metallic head and her stomach untwisted.

“Vyll!” said Kara, waving at him as the Protector pushed his way through the grass. “Over here,
boy!”

Her calling him must have encouraged him to come faster, because in seconds Vyll was right in
front of Kara and Carem. He straightened up and saluted them both in that funny way he always did
whenever he was reporting something to her.

“I have terminated the threat, Miss Kara,” said Vyll. He gestured over his shoulder in the direction
he had came. “The snake is dead. It won't be a threat to you or to brother Carem anymore.”

Concerned over his well-being, Kara carefully observed Vyll's appearance. He was the same height
as her and even had a similarly-shaped mouth like hers; aside from that, however, he looked completely
different from her, as Protectors usually did. He had red eyes, for one (Optics, Kara corrected herself),
and metallic skin that reflected the light of the twin suns in a pretty way. There was a weird green liquid
covering his hands, but Kara knew that couldn't belong to him because Protectors like Vyll did not have



blood. It was probably the blood of that snake, but she was so relieved at his survival that she didn't
mind the blood on his hands.

Kara clapped her hands together excitedly. “That's great, Vyll! I was worried that you might get
hurt. It was a big, mean old snake, after all, and it had really sharp teeth.”

“My systems do not detect any injuries on my body,” said Vyll. “Everything is functional, although
I will need to oil my knee joints soon, because they are beginning to lose their nimbleness. I will also
need to wash my hands of this blood.”

“We can oil you when we get back to the house,” said Kara. She looked up at her older brother.
“Carem knows how to oil you. Right, Carem?”

“Sure do,” said Carem, puffing his chest out. “Father showed me how to do it. I can do it in no
time.”

“Thank you for your offer, Miss Kara, Master Carem, but I do not want to inconvenience you with
my maintenance,” said Vyll, as humbly as always. “Your mother is preparing lunch for you, after all,
and by the time we get back, she will no doubt tell you to clean up and get ready to eat and then head to
the City for the celebration. I doubt she will appreciate you getting your hands oily, which will make
them very hard to clean even with soap and water.”

Kara put her hands behind her back. “Yeah, I guess you're right, Vyll. Mother wouldn't be happy
about that. Still, I want to give you something in return for your help. It's only fair.”

“No need, Miss Kara,” said Vyll. He jerked his thumb at his chest. “I am your Protector, after all,
and have been since your birth. It is my duty to protect and guide you, even as I learn with you. The
only reward I need is to see that you are safe and secure from all harm.”

Carem sighed and looked back in the direction of the house with a wistful glance. “Wish I had a
Protector. Too bad Father didn't let me get one 'cause I'm the oldest.”

“I can be your Protector as well, Master Carem,” said Vyll, holding out his hand to Carem. “Not of-
ficially, of course, but—”

“Eh, forget about it,” said Carem, waving off Vyll's offer. “I'm strong on my own. First born always
are. That's why we don't get our own Protectors.”

Kara immediately knew that Carem was lying, because she heard the jealousy in his voice. Besides,
while Carem was not a weak boy by any means, he was still far more brainy than brawn; he wasn't as
strong as he thought he was (although he was taking sword fighting lessons from Master Hoyan, a re-
tired Minister of Fariah who lived just down the road from their house).

She thought about teasing Carem for his pretending not to be jealous, but then she remembered the
folded up picture in her pocket and snapped her fingers. “Oh! Vyll, I have something for you.”

“Something for me?” said Vyll, who, Kara was pleased to see, did not seem to guess what she was
going to show him. “What is it?”

“A gift,” said Kara as she reached into the pockets of her dress and grabbed the picture.
“A gift?” said Vyll. He tilted his head to the side in that way Kara always thought made him look

funny. “No one has ever given me a gift before. Not even on my birthday, which is tomorrow.”
“Our birthday, you mean,” said Kara. She pulled the folded-up picture from her dress and held it

out for him. “Because we were both born on the same day, remember? Anyway, that's why I drew this
picture for you. I knew that no one else was going to give you a present, so I decided to make sure you



got at least one; after all, you don't turn nine every year.”
Vyll looked at the folded-up picture for a moment before taking it. He got some of the still-fresh

green blood on it, but he wiped the picture on the grass to clean it, although Kara didn't really care, be-
cause it was his present and he was allowed to do what he wanted with it.

“Unfold it,” said Kara. “Come on. Don't you want to see what it looks like?”
Vyll unfolded the picture carefully, making sure not to rip or damage it. When he finished unfolding

it, he looked at it like he wasn't even sure how to react to the drawing on it.
“So?” said Kara. “Do you like it? I drew it myself.”
“Hey, I helped, too,” said Carem, holding up one hand. “Went and bought the art supplies myself.

So it was a team effort.”
Vyll looked up from the picture. His expression was hard to read, but Kara thought he looked aston-

ished.
“I … like it,” said Vyll. He looked down at the picture again. He then began pointing at the figures

that Kara had drawn on it. “That's me. And there's you, Miss Kara, and you as well, Master Carem. All
three of us together.”

“Of course we're together,” said Kara with a smile. “I wanted to draw pictures of Mother and Father
as well, but they're harder to draw, so I just went with us three. Because we're all friends.”

Vyll looked up again. This time, he looked like he was close to tears, even though Kara was pretty
sure that Protectors couldn't cry. “This is the best gift anyone has ever given me. Though I guess that
isn't saying much; this is my very first gift, after all.”

“'The first of many,' as Master Hoyan always says,” said Carem. He nodded at Vyll. “I got a gift for
you, too, but it's too big for me to carry around in my pockets. I was planning to give it to you tomor-
row, for your birthday, but since sis here gave you yours now, I guess I can go ahead and give it to you
when we get back to the house.”

Vyll's mouth fell open. “That would be … my second gift. That means I will have two gifts, even
though up until now I have not even had one.”

“I know!” said Kara. “Isn't that amazing? I mean, I don't really understand it all that well, because
I've always gotten a gift every year for my birthday, but I'm happy that you're happy.”

“Happy?” said Vyll. He held the picture closer to his chest. “Yes, I guess you could say I am happy.
Is this what happiness is like? All of us being together like this?”

“Sure,” said Kara. A warm breeze blew her hair around a little, but she ignored it. “Everyone's hap-
pier when they're together with friends or family.  I know I'm always happy whenever my parents,
Carem, you, and I are together.”

“Happiness is … togetherness, then,” said Vyll. “I will remember that always, Kara. That, and this
gift you gave me.”

Kara's smile widened even more. “That makes me happy.”
Vyll looked at Carem. “What about you, Carem? Does that make you happy as well?”
“Sure,” said Carem, jamming his hands into his pockets. “But I'll be even happier when you see the

gift I got ya. It's way better than a funny little drawing.”
Kara scowled at Carem. “Funny little drawing? It took me hours to get the colors right. I worked

hard on it and even included you on it.”



Carem smirked and held up his hands. “Doesn't change the fact that it's not all that great. I bet I
could draw a better picture with both arms tied behind my back and Master Hoyan yelling in my ears.”

“Oh, yeah?” said Kara. She pointed at the house in the distance. “Then why don't we have a draw-
ing contest when we get home? Whoever draws the better picture wins.”

Vyll stepped forward. His red optics looked concerned and he clutched the picture tighter than ever.
“Why are you two going to fight? I thought we were all together.”

“Fight? It's not a fight,” said Carem. “Just a contest to see who's better, that's all.”
“Oh,” said Vyll. He stroked his chin. “Contest … yes, I think I recall hearing that word before. You

have entered sword contests before, right, Master Carem?”
“Right,” said Carem, nodding. He jabbed his thumb at his chest. “Only a few so far, though, but I

came in second place in the last one. Only reason I didn't win is because that kid from Jaggen used a
dirty trick.”

“You lost fair and square,” Kara pointed out. “He didn't use any dirty trick. You just aren't as good
as you think you are, that's all.”

“Whatever, Kara,” said Carem, rolling his eyes. “Anyway, let's go home and start that contest. If
we're fast, we might be able to do it before we head into the city for the celebration. See you there!”

Carem took off through the tall grass, heading directly to the house. Kara followed as fast as she
could, already forgetting about that giant monster snake that Vyll had killed. She was now more con-
cerned with beating her older brother to the house, because she knew that if she didn't get there first,
he'd gloat about winning the race all day long even if he ended up losing the picture-drawing contest.

Even so, she glanced over her shoulder at Vyll. He had not followed them yet; instead, he was still
staring at the picture like it was the most valuable treasure in the world.

Although Kara hated to let Carem get any further ahead of her than he already was, she stopped for
a moment and shouted, “Vyll! Are you coming or not? Remember, Carem's got a gift for you back
home that he wants to give you!”

Vyll shook his head and looked at her. He raise a hand and shouted back, “I'm coming, Kara. Just
give me a moment to catch up. You can go on ahead with Carem.”

Kara frowned. “But—”
“Carem is going to win the race if you stay here,” said Vyll. “Remember?”
Kara still wanted to make sure Vyll was coming (because she was now starting to remember the

snake again and worried that there might be more hiding nearby that might harm Vyll), but then she de-
cided that Vyll was more capable of defending himself than most adults were.

So she nodded and replied, “All right! See you later, then. Just get back before we start the contest;
we need a judge and you're the best judge I know.”

With that, Kara turned and resumed running after her brother. He was quite a ways ahead of her
now, but Kara was certain that she would catch up with him well before they reached the house.

Even so, she could not help but look back at Vyll every now and then until he was lost from sight
within the tall, scratchy grass. She was just glad that he liked her drawing. It made her so happy that
she doubted even Carem winning the race or the drawing contest would be enough to put her in a bad
mood for the rest of the day.

We'll be together forever, Kara thought as she ran.  Me, Carem, and Vyll. Even when we grow up,



we'll still be tied together. Just like we promised.


